Interview with Marcuse by Spiegel, Der
Interview with Marcuse
T h is  interview  first appeared in  Dev Spiegel on Ju ly  28, 
1969 u n d er the title  Revolution out of Disgust. I t began w ith 
the following ed itorial note: Herbert Marcuse is the only 
philosopher of his generation w ho unconditionally  embraces 
the protest m ovem ent of the students; his “concrete philoso­
phy,’’ influenced by Freud and  Heidegger, tries to adapt 
M arx’s theory of revolution to m odern industria l society. 
M em ber of the F rank fu rt In stitu te  of Social Studies, Marcuse, 
born  in  Berlin, the son of a m erchant, m igrated to the USA 
in 1934 and  now teaches philosophy at San Diego, California. 
“N o anarch ist’’, as this 71 year old states, bu t an opponent 
of o rthodox  party  bureaucracies, he recently had to defend 
him self against the accusation of being an agent of the CIA. 
Now 16 representatives of the New Left, am ong them  R udi 
Dutschke, O skar Negt, E rich  Fried  and  Klaus M eschkat, have 
expressed the ir solidarity w ith  h im  against such “revival of 
S talinist practices.”1
SPIEGEL: Professor M arcuse, you are one of the fathers of the 
New Left, which in  p a rt now revolts against you. W hat have you 
to say abou t that?
M ARCUSE:  I reject the fa ther or g randfa ther nonsense. I am 
n either the fa ther n o r the g randfa ther of the New Left. I t is true 
th a t a large degree of coincidence has arisen betw en my ideas and 
the experiences w hich studen ts drew  independently  from  th e ir prac­
tice and  from  their th inking. I am very happy  abou t this harm ony. 
I do no t know  how  far it goes . B ut there is no paternal or p a tr i­
archal relationship , as can be seen for instance in  the fact tha t I 
have no t personally know n a single French studen t who played a 
role in  the May and Ju n e  actions.
S.: B ut the fact rem ains that, a fter a period  of tem porary harm ony 
between you and  the student m ovem ent, differences have arisen.
M.:  T h e  difference concerns essentially two points, first the re la­
tionsh ip  of the New Left to trad itiona l bourgeois culture, and 
secondly the possibility of carrying theory  in to  practice.
S.: T u rn in g  to the second point: You have said th a t philosophy m ust 
cu lm inate  in  action. Has your philosophy already established this 
link  w ith practice?
M.: I w ou ldn ’t claim  that. B ut I am  of the op in ion  tha t today the 
theoretician  —  and  I am speaking of the M arxist theoretician  — 
partic ipates in  practice at least to the ex ten t th a t he takes a clear 
position on  political questions, th a t he participates in  dem onstra­
tions an d  in  certain  cases in  the occupation  of buildings, etc.
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S.: T h en  you w ould no t share the reservations w hich T heo d o r W. 
A dorno has in  this m atter?
M .: No. I see the difference between A dorno and the H orkheim  
group  on the one h an d  and myself on the o ther th a t for me today 
the inner content of the theory itself requires a practical taking 
of position, or to p u t it ano ther way, th a t the con ten t itself is 
falsified if such a tak ing  of position does no t result. T h e  concept 
of m ediations m ust not be used as an excuse.
S.: If you place so m uch value on the unity  of theory and  practice, 
one would have thought tha t you would be p roud  of the proffered 
father role.
M.:  I believe I can tell you why I reject this role. I w ould very 
m uch like to  be the fa ther of the New Left, if this fa ther role did 
not include an au tho rity  w hich is more or less read ily  accepted by 
the children. T h is very au thoritarian -paternalistic  position is repug­
nan t to me.
S.: In  the present s itua tion  could this not be taken as a separation 
from  the student m ovem ent?
M.: You m ust not in  any way construct ou t of my rejection  of the 
fa ther or g rand fa ther role a rejection of the  student m ovem ent as 
such. T here  are certainly things in  the m ovem ent w ith  w hich I 
w ould not like to iden tify  in  any way. B ut the m ovem ent as such 
I consider today in  the developed industria l countries as the p er­
haps most im portan t, if no t the only, chance of a fu tu re  radical 
transform ation . . .
S.:. . . of a revolution?
M .; W e are not in  a revolutionary, perhaps no t even in  a p re­
revolutionary, situation . U nder these conditions, the only oppor­
l The full text of this letter reads:
“For years, the New Left has been fighting the traditional party bureaucrats 
and the authoritarian social state to liberate the initiatives and political interests 
of people. In  its struggle, it can base itself neither on a closed and binding 
theory, nor on widely proven strategies. It is therefore in contradiction with 
its principles and aims, when the urgently needed discussions within the Left 
are hampered by the revival of Stalinist practices of discriminating against 
representatives of deviating trends as agents of some enemy power. Whoever 
describes Marcuse as an “agent of the CIA” or as an “agent of the bourgeoisie" 
and thereby attempts to silence him, has abandoned the terrain on which the 
New Left works politically. This denunciation has nothing in common with 
legitimate means of fractional struggle. It rather aims at creating an atmosphere 
in which no one is safe from suspicion, personal slander and moral denigration.
“W'e declare our solidarity with Herbert Marcuse who is indispensable for 
the theory and practice of the New Left and who has always supported without 
limitation the student movement and social-revolutionary liberation struggle of 
the T hird World. We call on all socialists to resist those who participate in 
the witch-hunt started by reactionaries of all shades against H erbert Marcuse. 
Such practices contradict the interests of the New Left.”
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tun ity  can be preparatory  work, p repara to ry  work however, which 
is today im m ensely m ore difficult and immensely m ore im portan t 
than  previously. A nd it is just in  re la tion  to this p reparatory  work 
th a t 1 speak of the opportun ities of the New Left.
S.: You have said th a t the students are “voices”, which express the 
“needs and  desires of the silent masses,” b u t they are no t revolu­
tionaries. Do you th ink  th a t the student m ovem ent provides a 
real possibility of a change of consciousness?
M.: Yes, a change of consciousness ancl feeling, w hich today is the 
pre-condition for radical social change.
S.: A nd do  you believe th a t th is change is connected w ith m ilitan t 
and  aggressive actions?
M.: W e w ould have to come to an  agreem ent as to w hat we m ean 
by m ilitan t and  particu larly  w hat we m ean by aggressive.
S.: You yourself have said tha t students — to the extent th a t they 
use violence — are on the defensive, tha t their m ethod of using 
violence is only a reply to the violence of society.
M.: I w ould go even fu rther today. I hesitate m ore and more to 
use the concept of violence or the w ord “violence” to describe 
w hat the students are doing. If  you look at the actions of the two 
sides at Berkeley for instance, bu t no t only there, it  is most question­
able w hether the  throw ing of tom atoes and  eggs and  the breaking 
dow n of doors can really be described as violence; I w ould call it 
defensive . . .
S. : . . .  in  com parison w ith  the violence used by the authorities?
M.:  Yes, w ith  helicopters, gas grenades, small shot, batons and all 
that.
S.: M r. M arcuse, you have said the philosopher today m ust p a rti­
cipate in  dem onstrations, perhaps even in  the occupation of in stitu ­
tions . . .
M . : . . .  I said buildings.
S.: D id you yourself take p art in  such occupations of buildings? 
M.:  Yes.
S.: C ould you give us m ore details?
M.: I t  was in  connection w ith  the founding  of a College for P rob­
lems of the O ppressed R acial and N ational M inorities in  San 
Diego —  the Lum um ba-Zapata College — which was to be directed 
by Negroes an d  Mexicans. T o  win the ir demands, they occupied,
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together w ith  leftist w hite students, the offices of the University 
treasurer. D uring  the dem onstration  in  w hich I took part, a door 
was broken down. T h a t was the only act of violence w hich occurred 
and  I im m ediately declared that I was ready to  pay for the replace­
m ent of the door. I w ould  no t call this partic ipa tion  in  any radical 
practice. B ut th a t is w hat I m ean by taking of position w hich is 
m ore than  the theoretical tak ing  of position.
S.: . . . bu t action for the realization of a demand?
M.: In  this case everyone knew why the office was occupied. But 
you have to make this aim  com prehensible to groups ap art from  the 
dem onstrators. If you d o n ’t do this, then such a dem onstration  
appears com pletely irra tio n a l and  as a provocation.
S.: Do you believe th a t so-called individual te rro r also has a role 
to play in  the practice of protest, as happened  for instance in  the 
occupation of the house of M r. R oehl, the ed ito r and  publisher of
“ Konkret”?
M.:  W hat actually  happened?
S.: Some fu rn itu re  was throw n out, the telephone cables were cut 
and  they u rina ted  in to  his bed.
M.: I  find th a t objectionable. T h a t has n o th ing  to do w ith  either 
the old or the new Left. Sim ilarly w ith the b u rn in g  of books or 
the use of violence against people who do  no t themselves use 
violence.
S.: Do you believe th a t the opportun ities of the protest m ovem ent 
have im proved o r  deterio rated  since its beg inning  in  the mid-60’s?
M.: T h e opportun ities have im proved. As against m ost people, I 
believe th a t the M ay-June m ovem ent in  France was no  defeat. 
I t  has in  no way been cancelled ou t in  the course of la te r develop­
ments. I t  is true th a t a back-lash occurred, w hich was to  be expected. 
B ut I would say w ithou t exaggeration, th a t capitalism  no  longer 
is w hat it was before the M ay-June m ovem ent; because for the 
first time form s an d  m ethods of opposition w ere taken  u p  again, 
w hich had  been forgotten  and  suppressed in  the trad itio n  of the 
left, for instance, spontaneous control, spontaneous organisation, 
if necessary even against the established trade  unions and  parties 
of the left.
S.: D idn ’t you previously have a different op in ion  of th e  connection 
between the student m ovem ent and the workers? E rnst B loch has 
in  any case specifically welcomed the fact th a t you no  longer 
“assume the sectarian division between the intelligentsia and  the 
pro le taria t.” Have you h ad  to correct your views?
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M.: I d o n 't th ink  so. I have never m ain tained  th a t the student 
m ovem ent as such is a revolutionary  movem ent. Also I have never 
claim ed tha t a radical social transform ation is possible w ithout a 
mass basis. T h e  problem  is under w hat conditions the workers 
can provide such a mass basis.
S.: Nevertheless in  a previous Spiegel interview  you stated: “W hy 
should the present-day p ro letaria t be the class from which salvation 
will come?”
M.: 1 adm it th a t this was a ra ther im pertinen t form ulation , behind 
which however is h idden the thought tha t the M arxian  p ro letaria t 
no longer exists in  the developed industria l countries, and tha t the 
role w hich M arx ascribed to the p ro le ta ria t of tha t time cannot 
sim ply be transferred to the w orking class of these countries. 
B ut here we come to the decisive question: W ho are the workers? 
The w orking class itself has changed in  the conditions of late 
capitalist society. T h e  technisation of the w orking class is a very 
well-known fact: the constant grow th in  the num ber of highly 
qualified employees, engineers, specialists, scientists, and  the relative 
decline of the so-called blue-collar workers.
S.: Does this m ean tha t the working-class is becom ing m ore bo u r­
geois?
M.: T h a t is the crux: W hether it is becom ing m ore bourgeois. In  
the U nited  States, yes; in  G erm any —  from  w hat I hear —  in its 
m ajority  also; m uch less in  France and  even less in  Italy. T he 
structu ra l change of the w orking class however has a dual tendency, 
a positive one and  a negative one. From  the p o in t of view of 
revolution, negative because of w hat you have just called “becoming 
more bourgeois”, i.e. a stronger in teg ration  in  bourgeois society. 
Positive in  th a t new sections of the population , —  the technical 
in telligentsia — can become radical potentials, and  that to the 
ex ten t to  w hich they become aware of the contradiction  between 
the deciding role of the technical intelligentsia in  the production  
process and  its lack of power in  re la tion  to all vital general social 
questions.
S.: C ou ldn 't this m ean that society is reform ing itself from w ithin, 
ra th e r than  a revolutionary  process developing?
M.: Yes, bu t d o n ’t forget I ’m  still a M arxist and therefore believe 
tha t there is a p o in t where no reform s work any m ore and where 
1 1 0  reform  can remove or even suspend the essential in ternal con­
trad iction  of the capitalist system. I believe tha t this in ternal 
contrad iction  — its most general form  is the ever more obvious 
conflict between the immense social w ealth  on the one hand  and 
its atrocious repressive use on the o th e r —  tha t this contradiction 
is really insoluble w ith in  the capitalist system, despite all reforms.
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S.: Does this explain  the necessity for the “great refusal” of which 
you have spoken — the refusal to collaborate in  the  institu tions 
of this society?
M.: First of all, the “great refusal” m ust no t be understood as an 
abstract rejection of the whole of bourgeois culture, if for no other 
reason than  th a t such a rejection is impossible. Even the most 
radical refuser is always still in  a definable sense heir to bourgeois 
culture, even in  its negation. M any of his concepts, m uch of his 
rationality  and sensibility arise from the radical-critical bourgeois 
tradition . Even w hen we work against bourgeois culture, we still 
work w ithin bourgeois culture.
S.: T h a t applies also to Gohn-Bendit, when he makes a film with 
G odart, appears on bourgeois television or w hen he sells his book 
to the R ow ohlt-Publishing House.
M.:  In  any case I w ould no t reproach  him  for these things as he 
reproached me for having “spoken in  a bourgeois th ea tre” or for 
having chosen “a bourgeois com m unications m ed ium ”. I am of 
the opinion tha t it isn ’t im p o rtan t from w hat geographical place 
you speak, b u t only w hat you say. I am in  agreem ent w ith  Cohn- 
B endit — I would like to  stress this — th a t it was too expensive. 
I would have m uch preferred  to speak at ano ther place. B ut neither 
the Com m unist Party  no r the trade unions, nor the student m ove­
m ent in Ita ly  invited  me.
S.: You have used a bourgeois institu tion . W hat do you th in k  of 
attem pts to found counter-institutions? In  Berlin the - “critical 
university” was a first step in tha t direction.
M.: A radical change in  the structure of the university is indeed 
one of m ain dem ands of the New Left. In  the universities and  the 
schools a decisive section of the fu tu re  working-class is being 
tra ined  — the technical in telligentsia which will occupy even m ore 
key positions in  the production  process. T h e  politisation of this 
intelligentsia is an u rgen t task.
S.: B ut this change in  the structure  of the university doesn’t m ean 
its destruction?
M.: No. I have repeatedly rejected the aim  of the destruction of the 
University. I t  is ano ther instance of where an in stitu tion  of bourge­
ois culture may be used to  prepare a radical change of th ink ing  and 
even of practice. As far as I know, it was N oam  Chomsky who 
said tha t according to the logic of absolute destruction  M arx would 
have b u rn t dow n the B ritish M useum  instead of w orking there.
S..' A subversive practice in  the existing society then?
M.: In existing society, bu t not for this soicety. I w ould like to
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rem ind  you of a M arxian concept, nam ely the description of the 
pro le ta ria t as a class in this society, b u t no t of this society.
S.: D o you see organisational form s of the New Left, w hich are 
suitable to this task and  the fu rth er aims?
M.: T h is  question can only be answered in  connection w ith concrete 
practice. In  general one may say: T h e  New Left m ust find forms 
of organisation w hich correspond to and  contradict the new forms of 
neo-capitalist organisation and repression. In  any case it  has been 
shown th a t the trad itional forms of a m ore or less centralised and 
bureaucratised  mass party  and  trade un ion  have been overtaken by 
the developm ent of capitalism .
S.: Nevertheless you have poin ted  ou t tha t it is impossible to 
succeed against a society “w hich is m obilised and organised w ith 
its whole to tality  against every revolu tionary  m ovem ent’’ w ithout 
a tighter form  of organisation than  has existed hitherto .
Al.: T h a t  is right, bu t a tigh ter form  of organisation doesn’t at all 
m ean the old forms of a centralized and  bureaucratized mass party. 
For we have unfortunate ly  learn t th a t w hen it really m atters such 
a form  of organisation can be rendered  harmless w ith in  twenty-four 
hours. W e have seen th a t already in  1933. W hat I m ean by tighter 
forms of organisation are extrem ely flexible, changeable m ethods 
of co-operation, which articulate the in itia tive from  below and  are 
able to achieve definite political aims. T h a t is, from  spontaneity 
forms of organisation m ust arise, w hich then  on their part are able 
to influence spontaneity  again and  direct it  in  a decided direction, 
which leads beyond the particu lar m otive and  the particu la r object 
in  view.
S.: C ould  you quote an instance of such concrete forms of organ­
isation of the New Left.
M.:  I th in k  of H annover. W hat happened  there looks at first like 
a very u n im p o rtan t non-political, very reform ist aim  and  accordingly 
an  u n im p o rtan t m obilisation. But exactly the opposite is the case. 
H ere the im m ediate motive stands in  a visible connection w ith the 
aim  to show the whole irra tionality , the whole corrup tion  and 
repression of the capitalist system, concentrated  in  the ordered 
increase in  tram w ay fares. A t the same tim e this action led to a 
solidarity  w hich w ent beyond the students and  school pupils and 
gripped  no t only sections of the workers b u t also the bourgeoisie. 
I p o in t to the system of red points w hich suddenly linked car owners 
w ith  the strik ing and  blockading students, pupils and  workers. 
T h e  “R ote Presse K orrespondenz” gives an  excellent analysis of 
this action.
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S.: In  w hich way is tha t a m odel for the organisational form  of the 
protest movement?
M.: In  sofar as it was shown th a t spontaneity  m ust be organised 
in  detail, to become politically  effective.
S.: Can you see o ther such examples?
M.: Yes, there is the great strike at the P irelli W orks. A ccording 
to the reports I have read, an organisational form  developed there 
w hich is new and  really revolutionary, nam ely the control of p ro ­
duction by the workers, the organisation of production  by the 
workers themselves. T h e  am azing th ing  is no t only th a t the en ter­
prise continued to function, although the workers themselves 
reduced the ir piece and  tim e rates, bu t tha t it occurred to a large 
extent w ith the assistance of young, by no means highly qualified, 
workers, who had  only recently come from  the south of Italy to 
work in  the industria l north . T h is  strike showed th a t the whole 
com plicated hierarchy of the m odern factory system is officious, 
th a t is tha t it can be replaced in  the shortest tim e by the self-organ­
isation of the producers.
S.: Paris, P irelli and  H annover — you claim  then tha t the barriers 
between the studen t m ovem ent and  the workers are com ing down?
M .: They can at least be opened for definite groups and  in  definite 
spheres; particu larly  in  Italy, to a lesser ex ten t in  France, perhaps 
less in  Germ any and  certainly to the least ex ten t in  the U nited  
States.
S.: You consider the “long m arch through the in stitu tions” quoted 
by Dutschke — a period of some decades —  as necessary?
M.:  Absolutely necessary. Foreshortenings may always occur bu t 
one of the greatest errors w ould be to underestim ate the power, 
the m ight of the neo-capitalist system.
S.: Is this pow er no t underestim ated particu larly  by allo tting  a 
p rom inent role to the in tellectuals in  the transform ation  of society? 
You, Professor M arcuse, have been accused of separating  the student 
m ovem ent from  the workers.
M.:  W hat nonsense —  as though  I could separate w hat is linked 
in social reality! I d o n ’t believe at all tha t stressing the role of 
the student m ovem ent represents an  underestim ation  of the power 
of the capitalist system. O n the contrary, I repeat, this system is 
not in  a revolutionary situation . U nder these conditions the task 
is a p reparatory  one, nam ely the stirring  of the consciousness about 
w hat is done not only to the w orking class, bu t to all sections 
of the popu lation  w ith  the exception of the ruling-class.
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As for the sp litting  of the studen t m ovem ent from  the w orkers’ 
m ovem ent, first of all a counter-question: W hich workers’ move­
m ent? In  the U nited  States a political workers’ m ovem ent doesn’t 
exist at all. In  o ther countries, no t I o r any theory has divided 
the studen t m ovem ent from  the w orkers’ m ovem ent, bu t the w orkers’ 
m ovem ent itself developed in  a d irection w hich rendered  it  com­
pletely incapable of struggling against the contradictions rending 
capitalism . T h e  reform ist-econom ist policy of collaboration, as it 
has been pursued by the trade unions and  the Soviet-orientated com ­
m unist parties played in to  the hands of the interests of capitalism  . .  .
S.: . . . w hat others claim you have done. A certain  M r. M atthias 
for instance nam ed you as a CIA agent.
M.: I am  convinced tha t this rubb ish  is spread by b an k ru p t persons 
and  groups of the old left, who avoid argum entation  and therefore 
try to devalue o r to discredit by slander the ideas, certainly very 
pain fu l to  them , w hich I discuss. T h e  slanders are also not directed 
at me, b u t are aim ed at discrediting the New Left and  particularly  
the studen t movem ent.
S.: You have stated tha t a new hum an  quality , a “new sensibility” 
is already visible in  the existing protest movem ent. W hat do you 
mean?
M.: I believe tha t the concept of the new sensibility takes u p  again 
a central concept of M arxian theory, namely th a t the socialist 
revolu tion  can be b rough t about only by a class whose needs and  
interests are no longer those of class society, tha t is a class w hich 
represents a new type of m an and  a radical revaluation  of all values. 
I believe tha t beginnings of this revaluation , and  this on a very 
deep basis, exist in the young generation  and particu larly  am ong 
the m ilitan t students.
S.: Do you m ean to say tha t a revolu tion  arises not ou t of economic 
crises, b u t th rough  a change of consciousness, a kind of cu ltural 
revolution? Is no t tha t an un-M arxist thought?
M.: T h is  accusation ignores com pletely the inner connection 
between the philosophical concepts of the young M arx and  his 
later economic theory. I believe you can’t understand  at all his 
conception of socialism if you d o n ’t see tha t by the revolution 
m an is to  be liberated  to his innerm ost sensual-physiological consti­
tu tion . If the necessary change in  production  relations and  the 
m ethod  of production, which rem ains a basic condition, is no t car­
ried  o u t by such a new m an, then  the very th ing  will occur which
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M arx once described w ith  the expression: T h en  the old sh it will 
start again.
T h e  working class is a revolutionary  class to  the ex ten t to which 
it is no t caught in  this system of needs of capitalist society. T h e  
m ore the w orking class is caught in  this system, the m ore the state­
m ent applies once m ore th a t “class consciousness (can) be brought 
to the working class only from  the outside” . (Lenin). T h is possibil­
ity of the developm ent of consciousness lies today in  the n o n ­
integrated sections of the population , particu larly  am ong the young 
workers and the m ilitan t students. Only a w orking class free of 
the capitalist system can take over the revolutionary  initiative. 
Such freedom  exists in  the countries which are victims of im peria l­
ism. T here  naked exp lo ita tion  and  naked oppression are the m otor 
of revolution.
S.: Do you see beginnings of these new people and  these new needs 
in  the protest movement?
M.: Yes, I see beginnings there. 1 have tried  to describe these in  
my book Essay on Liberation. But I w ould like to po in t to 
som ething w hich speaks for the arising of new values in  the protest 
movement. A nd I am  well aware tha t I shall be accused enthusiastic­
ally of being ridiculous. I t seems to me to be no coincidence that 
in the case of two representative dem onstrations of the student 
m ovem ent in  the U n ited  States which were m et by the most violent 
reaction, the issue was a park, namely last year in  C olum bia U niver­
sity and in  M ay this year in  Berkeley. We should at least get used 
to the idea th a t we have to confront the conception, w hich is almost 
inconceivable to the old left, th a t revolution, if at all, will most 
probably no t arise in  the technically m ost developed capitalist 
countries from  misery an d  poverty, but, this is at present hard  to 
form ulate, from  what?
S.: From  the affluent society?
M.: . . . From  an unbearab le  disgust w ith the way an d  means in  
which the so-called consum er society misuses and  wastes social 
wealth, while it intensively continues to foster poverty and oppres­
sion outside the m etropo litan  countries. Such a disgust is no psycho­
logical factor, bu t a radical political reaction, w hich tends according 
to its own strength  tow ards denial and then to  rebellion.
S.: Professor M arcuse, we thank  you for this interview.
Translated from the German by Henry Zimmermann
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